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Direct Democracy 

"At its best, in the city-state of Amens, ; the ; 
public assembly of all the citizens made all 
important decisions on such questions as 
peace or war. They listened to the envoys of 
foreign powers and decided what their, atti- 
tude should be to what these foreign powers 
had sent to say. They dealt with all serious 
questions of taxation, they appointed the 
generals who, should lead them in time of , 
war., They, organized the administration of 
the state, appointed officials and kept check 
on them. The public assembly of all the 
citizens was the government. " 
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In later years, slavery developed to such a degree, with the 
development of commerce, industry, etc., that it degraded 
free labor. And it is to this extraordinary growth of slavery 
and the consequent degradation of free labor that Engels 
attributes the decline of the great Greek Democracy.* 

However, it is necessary to say this. In the best days of the 
democracy, there were many slaves who, although denied the 
rights of citizenship, lived the life of the ordinary Greek 
citizen. There is much evidence of that. One of the most 
important pieces of evidence is the complaint of Plato that it 
was impossible to tell a slave to go off the pavement to make 
way for a free citizen (especially so distinguished a citizen as 
Plato) for the simple reason that they dressed so much like the 
ordinary citizen that it was impossible to tell who was a 
citizen and who was a slave. In fact, Plato so hated Greek 
Democracy that he complained that even the horses and the 
asses in the streets walked about as if they also had been 
granted liberty and freedom. Near the end of the period of 
radical ^democracy, Demosthenes, the greatest of Athenian 
orators, said that the Athenians insisted on a certain code of 
behavior towards the slaves, not because of the slaves, but 
because a man who behaved in an unseemly manner to 
another human being was not fit to be a citizen. There were 
horrible conditions among the slaves who worked in the 
mines. But on the whole, the slave code in Athens has been 
described by competent authorities as the most enlightened 
the world has known. 



♦This conventional view on the role of slavery in classical Greece has 
been challenged in recent years. Ellen Meiksins Wood, in her excellent 
book Peasant-Citizen and Slave: The Foundations of Athenian Democ- 
racy, Verso, London, 1988 argues that the domination of agriculture by 
free peasants limited the growth and influence of slavery. 
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It was also stated by many that the position of women in 
Athens during the democracy was very bad. Naturally in 
these days, they did not have die vote. But for many centuries 
we were taught that the women of the Greek Democracy were 
little better than bearers of children and housekeepers for 
their husbands. Yet some modern writers, on closer examina- 
tion of the evidence, have challenged the old view, and we 
believe that before very long, the world will have a more 
balanced view of how women lived in the Greek Democracy. 

The Founders of Western Culture 

Now if the ancient Greeks had done little beside invent and 
practice this unique form of human equality in government, 
they would have done enough to be remembered. The aston- 
ishing thing is that they laid the intellectual foundation of 
Western Europe. Today when we speak about philosophy, 
logic, dialect; when we speak of politics, democracy, oligar- 
chy, constitution, law; when we speak of oratory, rhetoric, 
ethics; when we speak of drama, of tragedy and comedy; 
when we speak of history; when we speak of sculpture and 
architecture; in all these things we use the terms and build on 
the foundations that were discovered and developed by the 
Greeks. 

Correspondence is not sure about science, but in every 
other sphere of human endeavor, whatever the methods, 
routines, procedures, etc. that are used by people in intellec- 
tual and political association with each other, these were 
discovered, invented, classified and analyzed by the people of 
ancient Greece. 

They not only invented or discovered these things. The 
men who invented and discovered and developed them — 
sculpture, politics, philosophy, art and literature, medicine, 



